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Mirror Signal Manoeuvre: Reflections on the role of the dramaturg in the UK

Introduction

In his keystone article, The images before us, in Dramaturgy in American Theatre, Geoff Proehl surveys the metaphors currently in circulation and unpacks a phrase used by Robert Wilson’s collaborator Maita di Niscemi: ‘I sit behind him, usually to the left, and I try to see things as he sees them’.​[1]​ In this description of my research into the dramaturg, I attempt to determine its value to devised theatre and live art in the UK where, often, there is no director to sit to the left of or to try to see things like. If there is a director, they are probably onstage performing alone or in an ensemble. We might rephrase Proehl’s sentence in this context to read: ‘I sit in front of them, usually on my own, and I try to see things as they do them’. Using new metaphors to capture the subtle interplay of strategies involved, this article seeks to explore different definitions of the dramaturg in circulation today, their fluctuating currency and potential value. I will draw from existing research, my practice as a theatre maker and as a dramaturg collaborating with other live artists and theatre makers. I will also reference an ongoing blog that aims to capture contemporary dramaturgy in dialogue.​[2]​ 

Artists I have interviewed have described the role of the dramaturg in many ways; an anchor, a detective, a masonry pointer, an intruder and a shadower. A contemporary dramaturg may write, read, witness, weave, sieve, sew, shred, stitch, steer, spill, splinter, share and shine a light on the process. The role veers from suggestion to reflection, subjectivity to objectivity, getting lost and being found. In the UK, in the current climate, the dramaturg is often seen to be a luxury, a position created if there is extra funding available. In Germany and, to an extent, the USA, it is seen as an essential cog in the theatre machine. Kevin Egan, academic and dramaturg, describes the role as ‘an essential luxury’.​[3]​ This article seeks to explore how the dramaturg impacts on a devising process without the usual hierarchies of the traditional theatre. Working as a dramaturg, my focus is often on a performance’s text, texture and architecture. There is no one word to describe this relationship. The term dramaturg is probably the most appropriate but remains the most stubbornly un-pigeonhole-able.
 
Sometimes it is easier to say what the dramaturg doesn’t do than what he does. German dramaturg, Tim Mrosek, recounts a conversation in a dramaturgy class when a student was asked to describe the roles of the dramaturg: ‘The student said ‘He writes plays’ to which the tutor replied ‘That’s the only thing he doesn’t do’.​[4]​ As Proehl states: ‘… they are nowhere and defined by who they are not’.​[5]​ The term continues to provoke considerable debate, and as such, this publication is timely. Jonas, Proehl and Lupu suggest that: ‘Few terms in contemporary theatre practice have consistently occasioned more perplexity’.​[6]​ Luckhurst observes that any definition of the term is inherently limiting, definition coming from the Latin definire, to limit.​[7]​ Such is the difficulty of defining or translating the term dramaturg, that academics have often employed useful but occasionally problematic analogies to other roles, borrowing vocabularies and frames of reference from alternative fields and disciplines. Cardullo’s ‘mechanic’​[8]​ or Beddie’s ‘midwife’​[9]​ suggest that a performance might be fixed or birthed. Turner and Behrndt propose dramaturgy as ‘the architecture of performance’,​[10]​ whereas Pearson and Shanks’ theory of ‘dramaturgy as assemblage’​[11]​ or Barba’s ‘weave’​[12]​ suggest performance as something more fabric or textile. I will approach the notion of dramaturgy as a delicate weave of material. This is a ravelling and unravelling of threads of both practice and research.

At a symposium on Genet at Nottingham Contemporary in 2011, Carl Lavery likened the rig of the theatre space to the rigging of a ship’s mast. He reminded us that theatre technician’s ‘go into the rigging’ as sailors did, and that French dramaturgs would see their job as ‘undoing knots in the narrative’.​[13]​ This metaphor of knots and threads, this weaving and unweaving, enables us to view performance work as a nautical knot, a robust, functional tapestry knitted together out of disparate threads. Lavery proposed that the ‘wound’ of which Genet writes is the past tense of ‘to wind’ and that Genet’s dramaturgy operates somewhere between ‘a winding and a wounding, a winding of the imaginary into the real, a dénouement and a renouement’.​[14]​ Lavery offered a final provocation that ‘the dramaturgy of the wound is the dramaturgy of dislocation.’​[15]​ It is a liminal space between the page and the stage, in which dramaturgical knots cannot easily be undone and a reading unravels. The work of the dramaturg often takes place in this liminal space, between a work’s ravelling and its unravelling, between the winding of material together by artists and its unwinding by an audience.

We might continue Lavery’s metaphor and consider the use of other nautical terms here. Casting off is both how one finishes knitting and the untying of a rope when a ship sets sail. Tacking is a tentative form of stitch to join two pieces of fabric together, but also the zig-zagging across the water in a boat to catch the wind and gain optimum momentum. When I have spoken to artists during my research about the role of the dramaturg, they have spoken about how the dramaturg enables them to remain ‘anchored’. Goat Island, the Chicago-based theatre company used to refer to ‘anchor points’ in their work for the audience to access the rhizomatic narratives.​[16]​ Live artist, Hetain Patel says of his relationship with an outside eye, ‘I wanted someone to keep me anchored to the starting point.’​[17]​ Just as live art duo, Lone Twin, describe their creative process as: ‘We always have a clear trajectory for a piece, it works as an anchor’,​[18]​ so other artists require the presence of another to keep them on course.

Kenneth Tynan, the first British equivalent to a dramaturg as literary manager of the National Theatre said: ‘We’re in the crow’s nest of the theatre, we can see what’s happening on the horizon’. Tynan talked of sitting ‘in the crow’s nest at the National Theatre steering this enormous ship into harbour’.​[19]​ Barba writes about how the creative process is akin to navigating a route between Homer’s Scylla (rocks) and Charybdis (whirlpool).​[20]​ As my investigation into dramaturgy unfolds it has become clear that I am navigating a route between practice and theory, between the rocks of making work and the whirlpool of research. It is a route that a dramaturg navigates from the beginning of the creative journey (casting off), through research and development (tacking) to the final realisation of the performance (dropping anchor). 

This nautical terminology here suggests a sense of journey, of taking risks. As Genet wrote: ‘These words still make us reel and our vocabularies pitch and toss.’​[21]​  Lavery concluded that the ‘dramaturgy of the wound’ is an invitation to set sail but that ‘the sea, with its lack of boundaries, is a dangerous place.’​[22]​ Pearson and Shanks describe performance as ‘… a place where things may still be at risk – beliefs, classifications, lives’.​[23]​ It is this role the dramaturg plays in a process. They are the lifesaver, the classifier, and the believer. The artist trusts them to navigate a route home (the finished performance) - a place of calm, order and resolution – through the storm (the creative process), a place of chaos, disorder and lack of resolution. They steady the ship, always ready to drop anchor, to avoid drifting off course into uncharted territory. 

Mirror Signal Manoeuvre

In my recent performance work, I have played the role of the ‘outside eye’ in an attempt to objectivise the process. Taking on Proehl’s observation of the dramaturg as ‘…a particularly postmodern phenomenon - one that signals an acceptance of marginality as a place of choice’​[24]​, I write myself into the margins so I can watch what happens from the wings. I have kept a blog for each project that enables a sedimentary layering of material to take place. This online space has become a rear view mirror that enables real-time reflections on the journey. As MacLuhan said, ‘We look at the present via the rear view mirror, we march backwards into the future’.​[25]​ Like the rear view mirror, the outside eye affords a view of the past framed within a view of the future. The role creates a dramaturgical space where the road ahead is fore grounded by the road behind. However, there is potential for slippage between the inside and the outside, the subjective and the objective perspective. The need for an outside eye arises when an artist becomes ‘too close’ to the work to see it for what it really is;​[26]​ because objects in the rear view mirror may appear closer than they are.

We might place the dramaturg in the car with the artist, we might say the car is the piece of work, the road is the process, the destination is the final performance. We might consider dramaturgy to be a road map, a potential route from where you are now in the process to where you are going. The dramaturg is aware of the territory but also the fact that the map is not the territory.​[27]​ The dramaturg is a passenger. They sit patiently while the artist takes the wheel. They observe. They witness. When needed, they may become a navigator. They help to steer the process. They read the map while the artist drives. They keep calm when the artist gets lost. On long journeys the dramaturg helps to keep up morale. They check for blind spots. They enable the artist to reach a final destination without them knowing how they got there. They may become a sort of driving instructor. They may drive with the artist. They may apply the brakes. They may check the mirrors. They may hit the dashboard with a clipboard if the artist has to perform an ‘emergency stop’. The dramaturg wants the artist to pass the test but is there in case the artist is not yet ready to take it, not yet ready to drive.

The dramaturg may remind the artist to Mirror Signal Manoeuvre. ​[28]​ This is a useful mantra to remember when embarking on a creative journey because it reminds us to check where we are in relation to others operating in the same context, or driving on the same road. Incidentally, in the UK, the passenger is ‘usually on the left’, as de Niscemi is to Robert Wilson. But just as we drive on different sides of the road, so our cultural attitude to the role of the dramaturg is different, possibly as a result of a disparity in funding the role. However, in the spirit of Proehl, I would like to break this new metaphor down into its component parts: Mirror, Signal and Manoeuvre.

Mirror

The dramaturg serves the function of the mirror. First they consider how to reflect what they see. Then they tell the artist they are working with what they are seeing that the artist might not know that they are showing them. They may start by asking the following questions of the work: How does it look? How does it feel? How does it walk? How does it talk? How does it touch? How does it rest? How does it sleep? How does it stretch? How does it taste? When I worked with Reckless Sleepers on It was never called snowman (2009),​[29]​ an outside eye and member of Proto-type Theater, Andrew Westerside, saw a work-in-progress featuring a real snowman melting over time and said ‘It tasted like sorbet’.​[30]​ Working with Zoi Dimitriou on You May (2012), one of the performers described how they were starting to ‘taste the text’​[31]​ after we had played with its pace, its tempo, its volume and its temperature. 

The dramaturg’s responsibility is to reflect accurately the process and not to distort, to distract, but at the same time, to be honest, to be up-front, to have what artist, Andy Smith, describes as ‘the capacity to be frank’,​[32]​ as a mirror might be when you have just woken up. A mirror can also be used to deflect, to direct the gaze and sometimes it helps to hold it at an angle, to show the artist things he or she cannot see; as live artist Chris. Dugrenier puts it, ‘shining lights on the dark corners, the dusty sections, the messy bits’.​[33]​ A dramaturg opens up the corners of the process, the nooks and crannies, to look from underneath, to look from behind, to look from in the wings and to look from above. Adrian Heathfield suggested the optimum view of Goat Island’s work was from above. The dramaturg can attempt to achieve this ‘helicopter view’​[34]​, but as Heathfield points out: ‘There is no location from which to see the work in totality; there are only subjective and partial positions, fragments of a whole, that remains, no matter how many times you see the work, stubbornly out of reach’.​[35]​ 

The dramaturg’s job is perhaps to attempt this reach and to piece together these fragments to imagine the whole. We can consider the notion that, as in German Romanticism, a fragment is in itself whole. If a mirror is shattered, each fragment, is in and of itself, still a mirror. We might consider the dramaturg as a reader of these fragments or the piecing together of evidence in the creative process or the landscape of performance. He/she often applies what Pearson and Shanks describe as ‘post-processual archaeology’.​[36]​ This is also to be understood in terms of the fragments that make a performance and the fragments that are left behind after the performance has taken place. As Shanks and Pearson suggest, ‘It then immediately falls to pieces as traces and fragments of a different order, ranging from documentary photographs to the memories of its participants: fragments/order/fragments’.​[37]​ Perhaps a dramaturg’s input in the creative process could be described as ‘fragmenter/orderer/defragmenter’. 

As Tim Etchells writes in The Provocation of the Senses in Contemporary Theatre, ‘Fragments in and of themselves are meaningless. Only by piecing them together can we begin to form a picture of what a performance may have been. Then we can ask ourselves to what use that image formation may be. The creation of a history is a manipulation of fragments’.​[38]​ The dramaturg is responsible for piecing fragments together to make meaning in the process of making performance. But now let us consider how the dramaturg’s role coalesces with the role critics play. Tynan said: ‘The critic tends to look at the minute-hand of the theatre, we can look at the hour hand’.​[39]​ This inside / outside eye dichotomy lies at the heart of the dramaturgical turn in contemporary British theatre. There is a different currency between short-term and long-term dramaturgy, the immediate review and the slow-release feedback one might receive during the creative process. This is addressed with the advent of ‘embedded criticism’ by a generation of reviewers and bloggers who find the confines of a review restricts their potential to feedback and who are choosing to sit in on rehearsals and write reviews of the devising process instead. But perhaps it started with Tynan at The National, when he wrote: ‘I’m a reporter of events. I’m a watcher, an observer, a reflector, not an instigator’.​[40]​ And so, with reflector, we return to mirror as metaphor.

Signal

An artist may invite a dramaturg to say what they see when they visit rehearsals, to show them what they cannot see themselves. The dramaturg may describe the images or take what Kitte Wagner describes as postcards from the process. Wagner asks specific questions such as: ‘What is the attraction? What are the dynamics? What are the elements? How many postcards are there?’ ​[41]​ She collects these postcards, referring to them in dialogue with the artists in rehearsal and in post-processual writing. She achieves the objective distance of a tourist by taking pictures and making postcards as part of her dramaturgical approach. Foreman suggests: ‘Only by being a tourist can one truly experience a place’.​[42]​ Proust wrote: ‘The only true voyage… would be not to visit strange lands but to possess other eyes’.​[43]​  It is perhaps only through the ‘other eyes’ of a dramaturg that an artist can better understand their work.

A dramaturg communicates their opinions to the artist in the most appropriate way to the work. Live artist, Tom Marshman, invited me to work with him a week before his premiere and stated; ‘Be sensitive to the fact that some things I cannot change’.​[44]​ Another artist told me on the day of his premiere; ‘The best feedback you can give is there is no feedback.’ As dramaturgs, it helps to listen to the needs of the artist and to respond accordingly. If invited to look at the detail, look at the detail. If invited to look at the overall concept, look at the overall concept. I interviewed two companies about how the role of the ‘outside eye’ functions in their work and both have different ways of approaching the process. Third Angel’s two co-directors apply a ‘big paintbrush’ (concept) and a ‘little paintbrush’ (detail) respectively.​[45]​ Action Hero’s two co-directors look at the ‘micro-level’ (detail) and the ‘meta-level’ (concept) respectively.​[46]​ In both these companies, the process is filtered through two different directorial lenses and the collective structure enables a dramaturgy to take place that is born out of a symbiotic relationship between both directors’ different perspectives.

The dramaturg will signal to the artist where the work is going. They may ask if it is getting warmer or colder, faster or slower, more busy or less still. They may ask where the work is happening in the space and map where the action takes place to ask which parts of the stage are hotspots or cold spots, corridors and destinations. The same could be said of the text. They may analyse the performance text to find out which words are most frequently used, to audit the text. They may find a way of focusing on one plane of the performance, to deconstruct one element and then to rebuild it. States describes deconstruction as ‘the retreat of meaning before the finger of definition or to demonstrate how a text has already ‘dismantled itself’ before the critic arrives’.​[47]​ Live artist, Chris. Dugrenier, talks of the dramaturg as ‘un-building and taking apart’​[48]​ as if the dramaturg enables the artist to remove the scaffolding. 

Goat Island practised a choreographic exercise that involved walking around the city observing only what happens below knee level. To take this as a dramaturgical tactic, one might segment the process into planes and look at what happens on different levels. The dramaturg provides this forensic cross section, to segment, to salami slice, to put slivers of the process under a microscope to see how it grows, to ask how it is evolving. The dramaturg assembles a work’s future and creates its history. He is able to operate in a liminal space, between knowing and not-knowing, the process and the product, by both reading the ruins and witnessing the catastrophe that caused them.

Manoeuvre

The dramaturg reconciles a semiotic and phenomenological manoeuvre. As States suggests, ‘There is no reason that the phenomenological attitudes and the semiotic attitudes cannot compatibly blend into each other.’​[49]​ We might consider how the dramaturg negotiates a relationship with the artist both inside and outside of the process. Is it close or distant, present or absent, in residence or remote? They may respond to the work in different ways. Action Hero suggests that ‘The dialogue happens between the work’,​[50]​ whereas Goat Island would claim ‘The dialogue is the work’.​[51]​ For some companies, the process is a private space and having an outside eye is like ‘inviting someone into your bedroom’.​[52]​ For others, the dramaturg is a guest who may come and go as they please. The dramaturg moves between these states, between an invited guest and an interloper, a fly on the wall and a fly in the ointment.

The dialogue is constantly shifting between contexts and tenses and can also take place in different languages, both literally, and in terms of art form. The practice of an outside eye approaches the practice of a translator. As Benjamin wrote: ‘It is the task of the translator to release in his own language that pure language that is under the spell of another, to liberate the language imprisoned in a work in his re-creation of that work’.​[53]​ The dramaturg’s role is to liberate what is imprisoned in the work, to find the statue in the block of marble. As Goat Island said: ‘We discovered a performance by making it’.​[54]​ The dramaturg is a semiotician and a phenomenologist, a poet who like Lessing ‘Thinks in our presence’​[55]​ and a philosopher that as States puts it, ‘… brings out a certain necessity in the thing we wish to examine’​[56]​. He is concerned with making meaning out of what Barthes called the ‘blend and clash’ of a ‘tissue of quotations’, just like this article.​[57]​ Barthes was talking about the audience’s role in the Death of the Author but many dramaturgs, such as Andy Smith who works with Tim Crouch, describe their role as to represent the ‘audience in the room’.​[58]​

There is a road sign in New Zealand, when two roads approach a junction where both have right of way, that reads: ‘Merge like a zip’. Dramaturgy is enacted like this zip. It resides in the seam between the semiotic and the phenomenological reading. 
Just as Barba states that dramaturgy is both the ‘weave and the process of weaving,’ then it is perhaps both the zip and the process of zipping or unzipping the work from its devising, of making something wide open and making something narrow, of opening and closing the weave. This is the crux of the unspoken and often unwritten contract between an artist and an outside eye; how do you open without closing, make visible something that is not tangible, tell a story without making it too easy to read or too difficult to understand? How do you move from inside to outside? For the eye is both outside and inside, looking out and projecting images within. As States suggests:  ‘… the mission of any form of phenomenological critique is to describe what Cezanne called ‘The world’s instant’, not simply a paintable instant, but also any instant that is perpetually apprehended as carrying or leading to an intuition about what it is and what it is doing before our eyes’.​[59]​ What it is and what it is doing. These are the two questions a dramaturg asks of anything they see. So let us rephrase Proehls again: ‘I sit in front of it, usually on my own, and try to see what it is and what it is doing’.

Conclusion

Working with many different artists as a dramaturg, I am struck by the creative freedom they offer to their collaborators to contribute material, whether physically, textually or in terms of the aesthetic. Their work is an open invitation to collaborate. To look at this and think that. To suggest we try this or that. To weave or read the weave. To see different threads ravel or unravel. To see what it is and what it is doing. As Kevin Egan describes: ‘The role looks at and reads the work from an alternative angle, turns it upside down, on its side, puts it through the shredder so to speak’.​[60]​ Matt Trueman responded to this description on The Guardian blog by saying ‘You wonder what most playwrights would think about that’.​[61]​ It is a destructive metaphor but, at the same time, it enables us to turn a text into threads to be rewoven, just as a shredder tears sheets of paper into individual strips to be recycled and used again.

Postmodernism and deconstruction have led to what Goodheart calls: ‘the uninhibited questioning of everything’, so States decides that ‘phenomenology’ has the potential for the ‘uninhibited acceptance of everything’​[62]​ and so, the dramaturg is questioning and unquestioning, problematising and appeasing, weaving and un-weaving what he sees. Chris. Dugrenier describes dramaturgy as, ‘Like tapestry, if you look at the image from the front, it’s all there on the front, beautifully rendered and put together. Turn the tapestry round to the back and that’s what I’m describing. It’s threads, intricacy, process and structure’.​[63]​ The work of the weave is hidden and the business of weaving is not visible to the audience. This metaphor enables us to take Barba’s notion of the weave of performance further towards a sense of a final image; a tapestry that has been worked upon by the artist but which hides its own working.

In conclusion, we might consider the tapestry of dramaturgy to be like this piece of writing. It hides its own working in the same way. It has been drafted and redrafted, its fonts changed, its word count going up and down like the tide, fluctuating with every edit. It has been emailed across the Atlantic, back and forth, like a needle through cloth. The list of footnotes acts as a reminder of where the threads have come from. Track Changes comments have come and gone in the margins and chapter headings are no longer there. What was the scaffolding has now been removed and none of its workings are visible. And by the time the text appears in this publication, if it does, all that effort will be forgotten. As Kate Chapman suggests: ‘Sometimes it feels like a swan, on the surface it’s calm, but its feet are paddling underwater. From my experience of dramaturgy, the role is always changing’.​[64]​ As long as the role is always changing, the dramaturg will continue to mirror, to signal and to manoeuvre.
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